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UM News Tips
Office of News and Publications • The University of Montana • Missoula. MT 59812 • (406) 243-2522
June 14, 1991
• CATERPILLAR MIMICS —  University of Montana researcher Erick 
Greene is studying a unique caterpillar with a particularly 
clever defense mechanism: It tailors its appearance to fit the 
season. Greene, an assistant professor of zoology, discovered 
that the spring and summer caterpillar broods of the moth Nemoria 
arizonaria, though identical when they hatch, develop into two 
distinct forms to match the seasonal condition of their host oak 
trees. Spring caterpillars become perfect mimics of oak catkins 
(the tree's male flowers), while members of the summer brood, 
hatched after the catkins are gone, are living likenesses of oak 
twigs. Greene says the newly hatched caterpillars carry genetic 
information for both forms, taking a cue from their diet to plot 
their developmental course. He uses season-specific food to 
produce caterpillars of both forms from the same brood: Those fed 
pollen turn into catkin mimics, while a diet of leaves turns 
their siblings into twig impostors. For more information, call 
Greene at 1-406-243-2179 or 243-5122. (Tip by Kristin Rodine, 1- 
406-243-2522)
###
EDITORS: Enclosed are color transparencies of both forms as 
photographed by Greene, plus cutlines and color photocopies of 
both photographs. If you use the photos or if this tip leads to 
a story in your publication, please send a copy to Kristin 
Rodine, UM Office of News and Publications, 321 Brantly Hall, The 
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A: Proving that you are what you eat, a Nemoria arizonaria
caterpillar prepares to join a group of oak catkins. Spring 
caterpillars of the Southwestern U.S. moth feed on the pollen from 
catkins, the oak's male flowers, and are disguised to blend in with 
their food source. University of Montana researcher Erick Greene 
discovered that the moth's spring and summer caterpillar broods 
develop into two distinct forms to match the seasonal appearance of 
their host oak trees. (UM photo/Erick Greene)
B: This Nemoria arizonaria caterpillar, a twig impostor, is a full
sibling to the catkin form shown in photo A. The two were identical 
when hatched, but were raised on different diets in zoologist Erick 
Greene's lab to trigger their development into spring and summer 
forms. (UM photo/Erick Greene)
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